S ome years ago, a friend, who happens to be a religious sister, was driving me to the airport when another driver sped up alongside us and cut us off so closely that he almost took the paint off the car's fender! Sister stuck her head out the window and shouted something that sounded like four-letter words to me. Shocked, I commented, "Sister, I am surprised to hear a holy sister use such words." "Really?" Sister Joanne responded. "I hear them all the time. As you know, I am a Franciscan Sister, a follower of St. Francis of Assisi. Whenever St. Francis greeted or said farewell to any person-friend and foe alike-he said, 'Pace e bene!' However it sounded to you, what I wished that jerk who almost killed us was 'Peace and good.' What you send out into this world is what comes back to you." "Like, what goes around comes around?" I asked. "Precisely," she said.
What, you might wonder, has this story to do with ethics or politics? My answer is that it has a great deal to do with both! Ethics has to do with right and wrong, and politics has everything to do with "what you send out into this world." Moreover, both ethics and politics have to do with making life better for oneself and others. Surely both deal with power and powerlessness, human rights and balancing of claims, with justice and fairness-and, yes, with good and evil. I thought about these things as Sister Joanne drove me to the airport where I was to catch a plane to Zadar, Croatia. My purpose being to interview children and learn about their experiences during the war in the former Republic of Yugoslavia. Politicsand right and wrong. Politics-and good and evil. Politics-and innocent victims. If ever I doubted that politics and ethics have everything to do with each other, I no longer do! Although the situation is a great deal less desperate in the United States, the correlation is there, nonetheless. Politics involves justice in the distribution of social goods; fairness and equity in relationships among and between people of different races, genders, and creeds; access to education; and assistance when one is in need. Yes, it also has to do with good and evil. In 1955, Albert Schweitzer remarked that "Good is to know pity, to help others conserve their lives, and to spare their suffering" (Anderson, 1960, p. 43) . He was defining good as he saw it. The Lebanese philosopher Kahlil Gibran (1966) wrote, "You are good when you are one with yourself" (p. 64). He was defining what it is that makes a person good: personal integrity. French philosopher Albert Camus (1955) noted, "It is probably true that a man remains forever unknown to us and that there is in him something irreducible that escapes us. But practically, I know men and recognize them by their behavior, by the totality of their deeds, by the consequences caused in life by their presence" (p. 9). Camus was talking about how people go about determining right and wrong: the subject matter of ethics.
According to a contemporary philosopher, the discipline of ethics proposes to identify, organize, examine, and justify human acts by applying certain principles to determine the right thing to do in specific situations (Wasserstrom, 1975) . Although the goodness of an action lies in the intent and integrity of the human being who performs it, the rightness and wrongness of an action is judged by the difference it makes in the world. Thus, the principles applied in ethical analysis generally derive from a consideration of the duties one person owes another by virtue of commitments made and roles assumed and/or a consideration of the effects that a choice of action could have on one's own life and the lives of others.
A professional ethic is built around three essential components: 1. A purpose. All professions develop in response to a social need; one that the members of the profession promise to meet. Put in legalistic terms, this need (along with the power and privileges society grants to the profession to help the professionals meet the need) and the profession's promised response to it constitute the profession's contract with society. 2. The conduct expected of the professional. The ethical code developed and promulgated by the profession-its code of ethics-describes the conduct society has a right to expect from professionals as they go about the business of the profession. However, it is not a list of prescribed dos and don'ts, but rather an articulation of those values that in fact outline the scope of the profession's practice and the relationships that ought to pertain between its members and the lay public, between the practitioners of this profession, between the practitioner and the profession itself, and between the professional and the community in which he or she practices.
3. The skills and outcomes expected in professional practice. These are the standards of practice of a profession, which state with some precision the obligations of nurses in specific areas of practice. Clearly, each of these components is dynamic (i.e., subject to change and reevaluation as the profession grows, as knowledge increases, and as social mores and expectations develop). This is not to claim that there are no constants (e.g., a general imperative to respect persons) but rather to say that the meaning and application of the imperatives change.
As members of the profession face specific ethical quandaries, they are morally, and sometimes even legally, obliged to keep in mind the promises their professions both infer and imply. The most distinctive characteristic of a professional is a full-time commitment to a calling that involves matters that are among the greatest personal concerns that human beings have: physical and mental health, education, safety, liberty, and the like. Because of the importance of these matters, and because of the specific public trust their provision involves, a professional should possess a service orientation, the principles of which are embodied in a code of ethics.
Once the profession as a whole adopts a code of ethics, the professional views the occupation and all of its requirements as an enduring set of normative and behavioral expectations. Thus, the ethics of a profession not only delimit the role and scope of its activities and prescribe the nature of the relationship that should exist between its members and the public, but they also establish duties that professionals owe to one another and to the profession itself. Codes of professional ethics also usually include a pledge to exert one's best efforts to maintain the honor of the profession and to uphold its public standing. The reason for this is that a profession's members cannot practice effectively without the public's trust, and although this is true for all professions, it is especially so for the politician whose reputation is undercut as intense media scrutiny lays every infraction of every member before the entire public. Fair or not, all are judged by the actions of all. Thus it is that the U.S. House ethics manual prescribes as a member's first duty a duty "to conduct himself at all times in a manner which shall reflect creditably on the House of Representatives" (Ethics Manual, 2000) .
The ethical code of a profession embodies a set of ideals, the interpretation and application of which are central to its practice. Individual practitioners may modify and adapt these ideals according to their capacities and the degree of their commitment. However, they may not reject them totally without rejecting the profession itself.
Unfortunately, professions develop unevenly because the professionals who comprise them are in diverse states of awareness, intellectual attainment, and commitment. Members' perceptions of their roles and their character traits affect the problems they see, the personal presence they bring to them, the manner in which they address them, and the reservoir of personal resources they can call on to serve another day. At the same time, their moral commitments (or lack of them), as repeated in hundreds of their colleagues, create or destroy the credibility of the profession. In no profession is this truer than in politics because the stakes are so high, the power is so great, and the temptations are so insistent! There is a reason that the words and lead us not into temptation were included in the Lord's Prayer! Ethics, as applied to a profession such as nursing, is concerned with the duties voluntarily assumed by nurses and with the consequences of nurses' decisions on the lives of patients and their families, on the lives of their colleagues, on the profession itself, and on the health care delivery system as a whole. Ethics, as applied to the political profession, is concerned with the duties voluntarily assumed by politicians and with the consequences their decisions and actions have on the lives and well-being of their constituentsindeed, of all the people affected by the decisions they make. Unlike other professions in which the professional almost always is involved in addressing the fundamental needs of one or more persons for a defined period of time, politicians are involved in addressing all the people's needs all of the time (Ethics Manual, 2000) .
Just as the license to practice nursing does not include a permission to practice it poorly but rather presupposes an obligation to practice well, election to office carries with it a compelling obligation to serve all of the people well all of the time (Ethics Manual, 2000) . If election to office entails an obligation to work for the good of all, then the power to govern entails an obligation to judge and to monitor well one's own conduct and the con-duct of one's colleagues. Thus, each member shares the obligation of assuring that every member follows established standards and codes.
For far too long, the American public-and nurses are no different-has adopted a cynical attitude toward politicians and has spoken derisively of those involved in politics. This must stop if our "best and brightest" are to be attracted to public service! Since ancient times, politics has been recognized as the highest of the professions because it involves the greatest responsibilitiesand the greatest moral hazards. Serving in a public office involves internalizing a service ethos, perceiving what is congruent with reality, and developing a discretion that enables one to recognize what is fitting or appropriate within this role. Among other things, it raises the questions of public standards, self-regulation, and self-discipline; and the problem of maintaining this service orientation goes to the heart of public service. We, the people, can ill afford to put charlatans and ne'er-do-wells in such powerful positions. Neither is it appropriate to treat those who are willing and able to serve as if they were charlatans when, in fact, their only crime is their willingness to serve in public office! This cynicism and public derision does not serve either the government or the people well. Those of us who, as nurses, also serve in public office have a dual responsibility: to serve our patients individually and to advocate for all the people collectively. It is a heavy burden: You have my trust and affection as you shoulder it!
